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RESUME. - Nouvelle capture en Syrie du cichlide, Tristramella 
simonis , endemique de la region du Levant. 

Le genre Tristramella (Cichlidae) est connu des lacs de Tibe- 
riade, Muzarib et Hula du bassin de la riviere Jourdain et des lacs a 
Test de Damas. De nouvelles etudes de terrain ont revele que Tris¬ 
tramella simonis (Gunther, 1864) presente une plus large reparti¬ 
tion dans la partie superieure du bassin du Jourdain et est bien etabli 
dans l’Oronte et le Nahr al Kabir (N), en Syrie. 
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The freshwater fish research in the Levante has been pioneered 
by Valenciennes (Cuvier and Valenciennes, 1842) and advanced by 
Heckel (1843), Goren (1974), Krupp (1985) and others. The cich- 
lids of this area have been revised by Trewavas (1942) and Krupp 
and Schneider (1989) who recognized seven native species. While 
four of these species, Sarotherodon galilaeus , Oreochromis aureus , 
O. niloticus and Tilapia zillii , are widespread in Africa (Trewavas, 
1983), three species are endemic to the Levant: Haplochromis fla- 
viijosephi and two species of the genus Tristramella, T. simonis and 
T. sacra. The species diversity of Tristramella is still poorly studied 
and between two and four species or subspecies are recognized 
(Krupp and Schneider, 1989; Snoeks and Teugels, 1991; Crivelli, 
2006). The biology, biochemistry and cytology of these species 
were studied in detail by Ben-Tuvia (1959) and Kornfield et al. 
(1979). Krupp (1985) already reported the introduction of 
Sarotherodon galilaeus , Oreochromis aureus and Tilapia zillii to 
the Orontes River and the introduction of T. zillii to a coastal stream 
in Syria. During an ichthyological survey of Syria in 2008, data 
concerning the actual distribution of introduced cichlids has been 
collected. The range expansion of the endemic Levantine cichlid 
Tristramella simonis which was believed to be restricted to the 
lakes Tiberias and Muzarib, after its disappearance from Lake Hula 
and the Damascus area, is especially remarkable. 


MATERIAL AND METHODS 

Voucher material is housed in the Senckenberg Research Insti¬ 
tute and Natural History Museum Frankfurt (SMF). Species were 
identified according to Krupp and Schneider (1989). Due to the 
uncertain taxonomic situation in the genus Tristramella subspecies 
were ignored in the present work. Fish were sampled with electric 
fishing devices and castnets. 



Figure 1. - Tristramella simonis (88 mm SL) caught at Qala’at al Jarras. 


RESULTS 

Tristramella simonis (Fig. 1) was found at five localities out¬ 
side the known range (Fig. 2). In the Jordan River basin it was 
found in Dara’a reservoir (32°36 , 03”N-36 o 07’ 19”E; SMF 31140,4 
specimens) and a canal at Al Asha’ari (32°44’20”N-36°00’34”E; 
SMF 31141,6 specimens). Dara’a reservoir is an artificial lake with 
steep shores, stony to muddy bottom, no submerged vegetation, and 
massively eutrophicated. The canal at Al Asha’ari is draining from 
a spring lake and is about four meters wide and two meters deep at 
the place where T. simonis was collected. The shores of the canal 
were vegetated with reed and the water in the canal was standing. 
Outside the Jordan River basin, T. simonis was found in the Nahr al 
Kabir (N) River and in a spring draining to the Orontes River. In 
the Nahr al Kabir (N) River, T. simonis was the only cichlid species 
present and it was found to be very abundant in the Mashqita reser¬ 
voir (35°39’12”N-35°54’43”E) and near Safkoon (N35°39’22”- 
E35°59’50”; SMF 31143,-100 specimens) upstream of the reser¬ 
voir. Mashqita reservoir is similar to Dara’a reservoir, except for 
the less steep shores. The water of Nahr al Kabir near Safkoon was 
very turbid, almost stagnant with rocky bottom covered with soft 
mud. In the Orontes River drainage, it was found in a small canal 
draining the spring at Qala’at al Jarras (35°19’49”N-36°18’38”E; 
SMF 31142, 5 specimens) that was about two meters wide, one 
meter deep and vegetated with many submerged plants. 


DISCUSSION 

While Trewavas (1942) and Krupp and Schneider (1989) 
reported T. simonis only from lakes Tiberias, Hula, Muzarib and the 
Damascus area, the species actually has a much wider distribution 
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Figure 2. - Records of T. simonis in the Levant. ■: old records; •: new 
records; ♦: records of today extirpated populations; O: sampling sites 
where T. simonis was not found. 

within its natural range. Its occurrence in the rivers Orontes and 
Nahr al Kabir (N) is interpreted as the result of introduction. Krupp 
(1985), who studied the freshwater fishes of the Levante intensive¬ 
ly, did not report any Tristramella from both rivers. Mayyad Sal- 
loum (pers. comm., 12 Oct. 2008) stated, that mixed “Tilapias” 
have been transferred from Lake Tiberias to Orontes River in the 
late 1950s. He also reported the presence of T. simonis from all 
parts of the Orontes in Syria following that introduction. If this is 
correct, the presence of T. simonis in the Orontes might still have 
been very restricted in the 1980s and the species might have been 
overlooked by Krupp (1985). Later introductions from Lake Tibe¬ 
rias or Lake Muzarib are also possible. The range of T. sacra is 
restricted to Lake Tiberias (Krupp and Schneider, 1989). 


Tristramella simonis seems to prefer standing waters of lakes, 
reservoirs and canals. Crivelli (2006) lists the species as “not threat¬ 
ened” and “abundant in Lake Tiberias”. In contrast, all three other 
Tristramella species or subspecies recognized by Crivelli (2006) 
are listed as extinct or critically endangered. Considering the new 
records, it is obvious that T. simonis is well adapted to colonize arti¬ 
ficial reservoirs. This is a promising feature in a freshwater fish, 
which is endemic to an area where most natural rivers are heavily 
impacted by the construction of reservoirs for irrigation and many 
other species are threatened by habitat degradation. 
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